CPD-Education and self-assessment: Epilepsy and pregnancy.
Pregnancies in women with epilepsy are high risk and need careful management by both the medical and obstetric teams due to the increased incidence of complications and adverse outcomes of pregnancy. By the time a pregnant woman with epilepsy presents, the foetus is virtually fully formed and the opportunity for altering drug treatment has passed. Women need to be counselled and told to seek advice about their anticonvulsant therapy should they wish to become pregnant. All major anticonvulsant drugs are teratogenic but the main risk to the developing foetus appears to be when the mother is on polytherapy especially if sodium valproate forms part of the combination. Folate supplements (5 mg) before conception are advisable. There appears to be a minor but significant increased risk of maternal complications in women with epilepsy such as hyperemesis gravidarum, pre-eclampsia and eclampsia, vaginal bleeding and premature labour. In the majority of women seizure control will not alter during pregnancy. Oral vitamin K should be given to the mother receiving enzyme-inducing antiepileptic drugs. Post-natal infant development: there is an increased risk of prematurity (9-11%), stillbirth, neonatal and perinatal death, haemorrhagic disease of the newborn, low Apgar scores and low birth weight (7-10%). Breast feeding: virtually all the anticonvulsant drugs are excreted in breast milk in low concentrations. Feeding difficulties, irritability and lethargy can occur. However, the benefits of breast feeding usually far outweigh any minor risks to the baby.